go                          RUSSIAN   HAZARD
I complied and looked round for the masseuse. She was over
in a corner, preparing some stuff in a pot over a spirit-stove. She
was a tall, dark girl, but her face was averted over her work. I
thought she was probably hiding a smile over my embarrass-
ment.
aBut you look marvellous!" gushed Berdicheva, and it seemed
for a moment as though she were about to throw away the towel which
covered the more private parts of her body and leap on me with
a rapturous kiss. Involuntarily I took a step back and she roared
with laughter and sat upright, hugging the towel round her and
running an appreciative hand down her muscles to the knee,
"But you must feel these ! Haven't I become a credit to you
since you went away ? I don't go to the Sanitas any more. This is
all Natasha's doing, not yours. Isn't it, Natasha ? Come over here
and be introduced to my nice Englishman. Isn't he sweet ? He used
to blush every time he asked me to bend. So you don't want to
make acquaintance with my lovely legs ? Well, well, the Emperor
chose the right person when he gave you wings, You English angel!
But sit down and tell me all the scandal you have heard about the
Palace, while Natasha does her work. Have you met the Empress
yet ? Natasha, Natasha ! Don't mind him !"
But the dark Natasha was evidently more modest than the
brazen blonde beauty whom she served, for she fetched a low
screen before proceeding to apply to Berdicheva's plump body the
unguent she had prepared, and I got through the rest of the conversa-
tion without more serious alarms, It was touch and go once or
twice when Berdicheva became specially animated over something
she wanted to say and threatened to bob more than her head above
the top of the screen, but the watchful Natasha quickly pulled her
down. I began to like this Natasha, for there was a vigour in the
way she played the watch-dog which gave me the idea that she was
no fonder of this tow-topped pink-and-white cow than I myself.
But I do Berdicheva an injustice. She was a thoroughly good sort
although she did not please me, and she turned up trumps on this
occasion.
When I had satisfied her curiosity about my life at Tsarskoe
Selo, which had been very unexciting up to that moment, I broached
the real object of my visit. In five minutes the details had been
arranged. She insisted on giving a little dinner-party to which she
would ask Manouiloff. She would telephone him that evening and
find out when he was free, and if I would look in the next afternoon
and drink tea with her she would give me the date and discuss a
tat of other p^ple who might be useful and should be invited.
This second visit hardly suited my book, but there was no way out